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The Anatolian Roots of Early Helladic III Drinking Behavior
Jeremy B. RUTTER
ABSTRACT: One of the many features of the Early Helladic III (ca. 2200/2150 - 2050/2000 BC.) culture
of southern Greece is the appearance of a distinctive ceremonial drinking service as a subset of a new and
radically different ceramic assemblage. In the earlier stages of the EH III settlement of Lerna IV, as well
as elsewhere in the northern Peloponnese, this service takes the form of extremely large and lavishly
decorated narrow-necked jars accompanied by numerous small and simply ornamented handleless
tumblers often called ouzo cups. In a later stage, the evidence from Lerna suggests that the elaborate
decoration of the narrow-necked jars was abandoned while the ouzo cups were replaced by equivalently
sized but shallower cups with two high-swung strap handles known as kantharoi.
The jars, especially a particularly noteworthy variety with three necks placed on the shoulder at 120degree intervals, have a close parallel in a jar of equally large size from Karataş-Semayük in Lycia that M.
Mellink persuasively identified long ago as a communal drinking vessel. The close morphological and
functional similarities between these northeast Peloponnesian and southwest Anatolian ceramic types
suggest that a new form of drinking behavior may have diffused from Anatolia to Greece at the same time
as did numerous other novel features of the EH III ceramic assemblage, including shapes, the earliest use
of the potter's wheel, and a marked preference for burnished surfaces.

Among the many novelties that
characterize Early Helladic III material culture
at the important coastal site of Lerna in the
Northeastern Peloponnese is the production of
substantial numbers of very large and
elaborately decorated ceramic containers in a
narrow range of forms. 1 In levels representing
1

I am extremely grateful to Elizabeth C. Banks for
providing me with detailed information on the contexts
of discovery of the ceremonial drinking vessels from
Lerna IV; both these data and her critique of an earlier
draft of this paper have been of enormous value. I
should also like to acknowledge my debt to Susan
Alcock, Elizabeth Brumfiel, John Cherry, Georgia
Nakou, Deborah Nichols, and James Wright for their
assistance with bibliography in the domain of
ostentatious drinking behavior in general, and in
particular for drawing my attention to the work of
Michael Dietler and Andrew Sherratt. Special thanks
go to Jack Davis and Aleydis Van de Moortel for
cajoling me into being more explicit in defining terms
and commenting on contextual significance. I am also
indebted to Gullög Nordquist for references to twin
vases in Middle Helladic and early Mycenaean
contexts. While I may not have been able to provide
many answers to the excellent questions raised by these
good colleagues with respect to the Lernaean evidence,
their queries and comments have been a welcome
source of inspiration.
All references to specific vessels from Lerna [numbers
prefixed with an upper case P], as well as to larger
ceramic context groups (numbers preceded by the word
"Group") are keyed to Rutter 1995, 70-269 (for a
catalogue of the pottery in P-number order) and 3-10
[by E. C. Banks], 655-662 (for the stratigraphic
significance of the ceramic associations referred to as
"Groups"). In the illustrations, all the large two- to

the preceding EH II culture at Lerna and other
sites in Southern Greece, there is no evidence
for the manufacture of comparably ornate
vessels, aside from some relief-decorated pithoi
or storage jars 2 . The relatively few EH II pots
of exceptionally large size, such as the wellknown cooler from Tiryns, are either altogether
plain or very simply ornamented with a couple
of plastic and impressed bands 3 . Such vases
may therefore have been sparingly used and
perhaps served comparatively utilitarian
functions. The unusually complex decoration
and ambitious potting that distinguish many,
though by no means all, of the exceptionally
large EH III vases, on the other hand, suggest
that these later creations represent behavior of a
novel kind. Their forms, a few clues furnished
by the contexts in which some of them have

2
3

four-digit numbers in bold type below the drawings of
individual vessels are the catalogue numbers of the
vessels in question as published in Rutter 1995; all the
small one-digit numbers, whether or not they are
followed by a lower-case letter, refer to specific shapes
in the ceramic classification outlined in the same
volume (Rutter 1995, 30-32, 40-52).
Müller 1938, 41-46, pls. XVI-XIX; Wiencke 1970;
Dousougli-Zachos 1989.
Though it presumably served to keep cool a liquid that
was going to be consumed by a group of people rather
than a single individual, the cooler from Tiryns (Müller
1938, 37-38, fig. 34, pls. XII: 9, XIII) is both plainly
decorated and unique. In both these respects it differs
markedly from the fairly common oversized and richly
ornamented EH III vessels under consideration here.
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been found at Lerna, and comparanda from
Anatolia and further east make reasonably clear
that this new behavior involved some form of
group or communal drinking, quite possibly
ceremonial 4 in nature.
The unusually elaborate EH III vessel
types appear to have been produced in two
distinct shapes - no more and no less - at any
one time. During the first two of the three
ceramic phases into which the occupational
history of Lerna IV, the EH III settlement at the
site, has been subdivided - roughly 2200 - 2100
B.C. in calendar years - these two shapes are:
first, the narrow-necked jar with either two or
four horizontally perforated spool lugs set at the
body's point of maximum diameter (Fig. 1: 2a2b); and second, and less commonly, the
shoulder-handled tankard (Fig. 2: 2). Both types
are common in the EH III ceramic assemblage
when produced in what may be termed "normal
sizes". Giant jars and tankards, on the other
hand, are significantly less frequent, though
hardly rare 5 . These enormous vases - all
handmade and relatively thin-walled for their
size - share a number of features in addition to
their atypical size. First of all, they are
commonly decorated with dark-on-light painted
ornament, typically in syntaxes according to
which most of the vessel body is covered with a
solid coating of mottled but predominantly
brown to black, slightly lustrous paint 6 . The jars
usually
combine
plastic-and-impressed
4

5

6

The term "ceremonial" is used here to describe a
formal, conventional, possibly ritualized series of
behaviors associated with particular social events or
occasions. Antonyms for the term as used here are
"informal", "unceremonious", or in contemporary
American parlance "casual".
"Normal" jars have maximum diameters of in the range
of 20 to 35 cm and rim diameters between 13 and 20
cm. "Normal" tankards have corresponding ranges of 5
to 20 cm for the maximum body diameter and 4 to 14
cm at the rim. "Giant" jars range from 37 to 50 cm in
maximum diameter and have rim diameters of 25 cm or
more. "Giant" tankards feature maximum body
measurements of 23 to 37 cm and rim diameters of
over 17 cm. For these dimensional ranges and the
typology of EH III narrow-necked jars and shoulderhandled tankards, see Rutter 1995, 404-420 shapes
XII.1-4 [jars] and 281-296 shapes III.1-3 [tankards].
For the decorative syntaxes characteristic of EH III
pattern-painted
pottery
in
the
northeastern
Peloponnese, see Rutter 1995, 34-37. The dark-ground
syntaxes typical of giant vases are those categorized as
B, C, and G.

ornament with the painted patterns (Fig. 3).
This relief decoration typically takes the form
of numerous narrow, horizontal bands
embellished with diagonally oriented slashes or
fingernail impressions. Sometimes these bands
are organized into rectilinear, and occasionally
even curvilinear, geometric motifs such as
multiple triangles (Fig. 14), antithetic pendent
hooks (Fig. 4), or concentric arcs in a scale
pattern. The giant tankards, by contrast, rarely
bear such combinations of painted and relief
decoration (Fig. 5) and ordinarily feature
painted patterns only (Fig. 6). Jars and tankards
of normal size ordinarily have flat bases, but the
oversized examples are commonly furnished
with true feet, either raised and slightly
hollowed (Fig. 5) or, more often, low pedestals
with a slightly flaring profile (Figs. 3, 6), no
doubt in order to enhance their stability. In at
least one case the pedestal is fenestrated (Fig.
3), and it is just possible that the triangular
perforations were intended to facilitate the
application of heat to the base of this jar from a
fire underneath the foot, presumably so as to
warm its contents 7 . The rims of most of the
giant jars are markedly hollowed on the
interior, possibly to reduce spillage from
dripping (Figs. 3, 4); the same feature is only
rarely attested on the giant tankards (Fig. 5).
The jars are frequently, indeed perhaps
invariably, coated with paint on the interior
from the point of maximum diameter
downwards (Figs. 3, 14), probably to reduce
evaporation of the contents through the porous
fabric of the clay body. Once again, this feature
of the jars is not repeated on the tankards,
virtually all of which are unpainted below the
neck (Figs. 5:421, 6:19). The single giant
tankard to be furnished with a pedestal foot,
however, is also unique in having a solidly
painted interior body, as well as a foot coated
solidly on the underside (Fig. 6:20). One last
feature of these elaborately decorated jars of the
early EH III period from Lerna is that they are
occasionally produced with three separate necks
projecting from their depressed globular bodies,
either on a gigantic scale, as in the often
7

The foot of P519 (fig. 3) shows unambiguous
indications of secondary burning, but as noted in the
publication of the piece (Rutter 1995, 136), this
burning evidently took place only after the vase had
been broken into at least three pieces.
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illustrated vessel christened "the Hydra" by the
excavators at Lerna (Fig. 4), or as a miniature
(Fig. 7).
During the final ceramic phase of Lerna
IV, roughly datable to 2100-2000 BC.,
numerous changes in the repertoire of these
oversized vases suggest some potentially
significant alteration in the behavior associated
with them 8 . First of all, the number of such
vases drops by a factor of at least three or four,
despite the fact that many more deposits of this
late EH III stage were excavated at Lerna than
of the earlier phases. Second, the practice of
decorating vases with multiple plastic-andimpressed bands disappears, so that these giant
vessels now bear either painted (Figs. 8, 10) or
impressed (Fig. 9) decoration only, the two
decorative modes never being combined. In
addition, the syntax of the painted decoration
changes from a densely painted to a more open
scheme 9 (Figs. 8, 10) that may be connected
with the change from the mottled, iron-based
paint typical of the EH III period to an
invariably
monochromatic
but
matt,
manganese-based paint characteristic of the
subsequent Middle Helladic era. Third, the two
shapes produced at a giant scale change: in the
case of the narrow-necked jars, the triplenecked examples disappear and horizontally
perforated spool lugs are replaced either by
unperforated, vestigial spools (Fig. 9) or by
horned ledge lugs (Fig. 8) 10 . Giant tankards are
supplanted by giant kantharoi (Fig. 10). As in
the earlier stages of Lerna IV, giant closed
vessels in the form of narrow-necked jars
appear to be at least twice as common as
oversized open shapes in the form of tankards
or kantharoi.
Some insights into the function and
significance of these unusual Lernaean vessels,
8

9
10

This potential shift in drinking behavior is just a small
part of an extensive set of changes in the settlement
organization, ceramic inventory, and several other
facets of EH III life at Lerna at the transition from
Phase 2 to Phase 3 of Lerna IV (Rutter 1995, 650-651).
Rutter 1995, 34-37 Syntax E.
Giant narrow-necked jars featuring unusually elaborate
decoration continue to be produced at Lerna as late as
the Transitional EH III/MH I ceramic phase isolated by
Zerner: a remarkable matt-painted jar decorated in a
bichrome style has close parallels in Boeotia (Zerner
1978, 52-53 D563/7, pl. VII).

463

in addition to those suggested by their purely
formal attributes, stem from their contexts of
discovery. Although more than half of the pots
in question have excavation proveniences that
provide little or no information of any apparent
value, usually because they consist either of
relatively small and isolated fragments or else
of numerous but widely dispersed sherds whose
original context can no longer be
reconstructed 11 , a substantial number have
significant associations. Two, for example,
come from the storage or refuse pits (bothroi)
which are such a common feature of EH III
strata at Lerna and in which substantial
numbers of whole or largely restorable pots are
often found. In each case, only a single
restorable giant vase was found - a Phase 3 jar
(Fig. 8: 1170) and four other mendable pots in
one, a Phase 2 tankard (Fig. 11: 683) plus
twelve other restorable vases in the other.
Unfortunately, nothing about the other vases
deposited in either pit provides any insights into
how the two giant vases found in them may
have been used 12 .
11

12

These include four tankards, one kantharos, and
fourteen jars, of which only the kantharos [P1037] and
one of the jars [P991] preserve significant portions of
the original vase. The tankards are P19-P20, P29, and
P418; the remaining jars are P135, P171-P172, P190P191, P193, P525, P530, P536, P612-P613, P760, and
P1158.
In Bothros B-Uu, a Phase 3 giant jar [P1170] was
found together with a solidly painted askos [P1173], a
dark-burnished shoulder-handled bowl [P1174], and
two dark-burnished tankards [P1175-P1176]. In
Bothros B-O, a giant Phase 2 tankard [P683] was
accompanied by a solidly painted cup or kantharos
[P686], four shoulder-handled bowls [P689-P691,
P699: three Fine Gray-burnished and one darkburnished], three tankards [P688, P693-P694: one Fine
Gray-burnished and two dark-burnished], two darkburnished pedestal-footed cups [P695-P696], and three
cooking pots, two with a single vertical handle on the
shoulder [P700-P701] and one handleless example
[P698]. From this second bothros also comes the rim of
a giant narrow-necked jar [P684].These two contexts
show that the oversized ceremonial vases were
disposed of in much the same way as ordinary ceramic
types, but suggest that the number of such vessels per
individual "disposing group" (probably a household)
was a restricted one. Indeed, although the evidence is
admittedly meager in quantitative terms, the findings in
these two pits suggests that a given "disposing group"
may normally not have owned more than one of each
kind of the two forms of oversized vessel, jar and
tankard, a finding supported by the "use context"
described in the following two notes.
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More informative are two other contexts,
both of them large floor deposits of Phase 2.
The first and somewhat earlier one consists of a
total of nineteen whole or largely restorable
vases found littering a floor of white clay that
extended into, and was clearly contemporary
with, a large conical pit. Both the floor and the
pit belonged to the eastern room of a two-room
trapezoidal building located just east of the
tumulus that had been erected over the House of
the Tiles 13 . This building had been destroyed by
a fire, and the floor deposit in the eastern room
had been sealed by burnt mud brick from the
walls and by collapsed roofing material, on top
of which a later floor had been laid when the
building's rubble foundations were partially reused. Noteworthy aspects of the ceramic
assemblage on the earlier floor are the
following: two examples of abnormally large
vases,
a plain tankard (Fig. 2) and the
elaborately decorated, triple-spouted jar known
informally as "The Hydra" (Fig. 4); the total
absence of the most common small drinking
vessel of the time, the so-called ouzo cup (Fig.
12: 1-3), whose place appears to be occupied in
this group of vases by small tankards (Fig. 13:
1-2); two vessels of other types that are each
unique at Lerna, one an imported jar perhaps
from Aegina and one a pedestal-footed bowl ;
and numerous pairs of other shapes [askoi,
pyxides, narrow-necked jars, cooking jars, and
two sets of small tankards]. These paired vases
may possibly have some connection with a pair
of slabs found lying flat on either side of the pit
at a level some 0.25 m. below its top 14 .
13
14

Rutter 1995, plan IV, Group 25. The pit is labelled
"GP-19" on this plan.
Aside from the triple-necked jar [P520 = fig. 4] and the
giant, undecorated dark-burnished tankard [P638 = fig.
2], the mendable vases include: pairs of pattern-painted
narrow-necked jars [P515, P517], pattern-painted
pyxides [P540, P541], solidly painted [P615] and plain
[P636] askoi, and coarse rim-handled cooking pots
with the same distinctive profile [P658, P662]; four
small tankards, two of them one-handled and pattern
painted [P413-P414] and two two-handled and darkburnished, either solidly painted [P564] or plain
[P633]; two vessels unique in EH III Lerna, a pedestalfooted shoulder-handled bowl with pattern-painted
decoration [P494] and a light-burnished collar-necked
jar [P645], an import possibly from Aegina; and five
ordinary vessels of common types, namely three
shoulder-handled bowls, either solidly painted and
burnished [P571] or dark-burnished [P641, P655], a

Altogether different as an assemblage is a
slightly later collection of pottery from an
apsidal structure that features a short and
stubby, D-shaped plan. Partially overlapping
the north-eastern quadrant of the tumulus
encasing the House of the Tiles, this
freestanding apse has no close architectural
parallel thus far excavated at Lerna. It, too, had
been destroyed by fire, and the rich ceramic
assemblage in its ruins was left largely
undisturbed by subsequent building activities in
the area. The sherds that mended up into eleven
whole or largely preserved vases were found
clustered along the interior face of the
structure's straight wall, so the vessels in
question may well have been stored along that
wall on shelves 15 . Aside from the mendable
rim-handled pattern-painted tankard [P412], and a
solidly painted narrow-necked jar [P597] (Rutter 1995,
656-657 Groups 25A, 25B, and 25). How this
particular context should be interpreted is a vexed
question, to which for the time being there can be no
simple and straightforward answer. Its significance
with respect to the content of this paper is twofold.
First, it is quite different in its ceramic constitutents
from the context that follows (which is considered a
storage context) and from those that preceded (the
contents of bothroi which, whatever their original
function may have been, appear to have served finally
as locations for the disposal of refuse, however that
refuse may have been generated. In contrast, the
"Hydra" and the remaining vases from the floor deposit
and the associated conical pit appear to represent what
might be termed a "use deposit". Second, if the
identification as a "use deposit" is accepted, the facts
that the oversized vases found in this deposit include
just one each of the two principal for mal types
recognized (i.e. one jar, one tankard) and that there is
extensive "twinning" among the other vases from the
deposit (see also below, footnote 36) assume greater
potential significance. I thank J. Davis for urging me to
address the question of this context's meaning at greater
length, as well as for some useful suggestions as to
how to go about doing so.
15
For the full range of the pottery from this context, see
Rutter 1995, 656 Group 21. The mendable vases
included: an enormous shoulder-handled tankard [P421
= fig. 5], unique at Lerna as an example of this form
decorated with complex plastic-and-impressed as well
as painted ornament [Syntax G]; two extremely large
and virtually identical narrow-necked jars with flat
bases, simply coated with dark paint [P580, P596], and
two other gigantic jars standing on a fenestrated
pedestal foot and decorated with rich pattern-painted as
well as plastic-and-impressed ornament [P518-P519 =
figs. 3, 14], once again of virtually identical size and
shape; three linearly painted ouzo cups [P484-486] and
a pattern-painted rim-handled cup [P480]; and
substantial fragments of a pattern-painted jug or pyxis
[P554] and a dark-burnished pedestal-footed cup of
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vases, the destruction level of this only partially
excavated building contained a rich assortment
of typologically restricted sherd material.
Substantial numbers of giant vases had been
kept here, mostly narrow-necked jars but also
one giant tankard (Fig. 5); the four largely
mendable giant jars consist of two obvious
pairs, two solidly painted but otherwise plain
examples with horizontal handles and flat feet
and two richly decorated jars with perforated
lugs standing on moderately high pedestal feet
(Figs. 3, 14); the only other common vessel
types are, on the one hand, small drinking
vessels (more commonly ouzo cups [Fig. 12: 13] and rim-handled cups here, as opposed to the
diminutive tankards typical of the previously
discussed floor deposit), and, on the other,
pithoi, vessels for long-term storage from which
liquids may have been decanted into the giant
jars prior to their actual consumption in the
small cups. Bowls and cooking pottery,
ordinarily very common in EH III strata at
Lerna, are conspicuously rare and exist only in
the form of small sherds.
A few fragments of imported vessels
from this same context are unique at Lerna in
being the only ceramic examples of such
Anatolianizing "Lefkandi I" vessel types as the
loop-handled tankard or bell-shaped cup to be
known from any site in the Peloponnese. Lerna
is also unique in the Peloponnese in having
produced a fragmentary example of the same
sort of bell-shaped cup in imported marble
unique type [P640]. The associated sherd material from
this only partially excavated space included numerous
fragments of other narrow-necked jars in both giant
[P522, P524, P537, P599, P601, P610-P611] and
normal [P523, P533-P534, P600, P602, P604] sizes,
large numbers of small and medium-sized drinking
vessels in the form of rim-handled cups [P476, P482],
kantharoi [e.g. P629-P630], and shoulder-handled
tankards [e.g. P429, P439, P457-P459, P568, P627P628, P634], and a few solidly painted [e.g. P592P593] or pattern-decorated [e.g. P509] jugs. Pithos
fragments [P617-P626] are unusually common.
Imported pottery consists of a narrow-necked jar of
regular size with unusual plastic-and-impressed
decoration [P672] and a black-burnished loop handle
segment almost certainly from a central Greek or
Cycladic tankard of "Lefkandi I" type [P637]; a blackburnished rim [P646] may belong to a second
"Lefkandi I" type, a bell-shaped cup. Credit for the
suggestion that the mendable vases may have been
stored on shelves goes to E. C. Banks, who will be
publishing the relevant architectural and stratigraphic
information in a separate volume in the Lerna series.
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(Figs. 16-17). This remarkable vessel, its
vertical loop handles carved from the same
piece of stone as the cup's body, was furnished
with a removable plug in the shape of a twostepped disc that neatly filled a perforation in
the center of the vessel's base. That is, the
vessel qualifies as what is more commonly
termed a "cup-rhyton". It comes from a Phase 1
pit some twenty-five meters to the southeast of
the D-shaped storage facility, in close
association with a building identifiable from its
prominent size and location as the residence of
the village headman 16 .
Such is the material evidence dating from
the late third millennium BC. at Lerna for
vessels that appear to be connected with some
kind of formalized drinking behavior. The vase
shapes in question belong to two functional
categories: very large containers, usually but
not always elaborately decorated, and very
small drinking vessels, ordinarily, but again not
always, simply decorated or even plain. Several
functional types that are important parts of
formal drinking services in other cultures are
not represented here at all. There are no
strainers, for example, nor any dippers or
ladles. And although jugs and askoi
occasionally occur in association with the giant
containers and small cups, such pouring vessels
are by no means a regular feature of these
contexts and are almost never decorated. In
16

Banks 1967, 227-230. I am grateful to E. C. Banks for
permission to mention here her identification of the
village headman's residence, the "Chieftain's House",
and to describe the "Chieftain's Cup" and its context
(Bothros B-Bs: Rutter 1995, 105-106, P317-P322) in
somewhat greater detail than these have been
previously published. A handle segment from a second
such marble vessel, in all likelihood an example of the
same shape, just possibly produced as an intentional
"twin" of the better preserved specimen (see below
note 36), was found in mixed fill of later EH III date.
As noted by Banks thirty years ago, the closest parallel
for the Lernaean "Chieftain's Cup" is a two-handled
tankard of "Lefkandi I" type produced in a banded, pale
gray to bluish-gray marble and found, of all places, in a
LM IB domestic context at Knossos during one of the
earliest seasons of excavation there (Warren 1969, 102
HM 126, D311, P582).The Knossian vessel was clearly
a very long-lived heirloom by the time it was deposited
on Crete. Although the Lernaean cup may not have
been quite such an antique at the time of its deposition
in an early Lerna IV bothros, it may nevertheless have
been carved as much as a century or two earlier. Both
its material and its shape indicate that it is unlikely to
have been produced at Lerna itself.
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other words, the ceramic evidence for EH III
ceremonial drinking is quite different
typologically from that associated with either
the Archaic Greek symposion or Mycenaean
ceremonial drinking 17 .
Such evidence as has so far been
published from other Southern Greek EH III
sites corresponds with that from Lerna. The
impressive fortified site of Kolonna has
produced several giant tankards comparable in
size to the largest from Lerna (Fig. 5: 421) 18 .
And although restorable examples of oversized
narrow-necked jars have so far been found only
at Kolonna on Aegina and Olympia in Elis 19 ,
fragments featuring the hollowed rim profile or
elaborate plastic-and-impressed ornament that
are peculiarly characteristic of such vases at
Lerna are common at EH III sites throughout
the northern Peloponnese and indeed as far west
as the island of Ithaka 20 . Moreover, the kinds of
small cups that appear to be linked with these
giant containers in the Phase 2 floor deposits at
Lerna - ouzo cups (Fig. 12: 1-3) and the
smallest size of tankards (Fig. 13: 1-2) - are also
commonly found elsewhere 21 . The same is true
for the kantharoi at Lerna (Fig. 15: 1-2) that
seem to have altogether replaced ouzo cups
(Fig. 12: 1-3) at the transition from the second
to the third phase in the local EH III ceramic
sequence 22 . We may therefore be confident that
17
18
19

20
21

22

For Mycenaean drinking sets, see Wright 1996, esp.
295-303; for the symposion, see Murray 1983; 1990.
Walter & Felten 1981, 159 nos. 195-196, pl. 92.
Walter & Felten 1981, 158 no. 178, pl. 90; 159 no. 185,
fig. 104, pl. 90; Wünsche 1977, 125 no. 77, pl. XIVb;
Felten & Hiller 1996, 46, 63, pls. 3: 4, left; 6: 3 no. 5;
15: 3 [Kolonna]; Koumouzelis 1980, 144-145, fig.
30:2, pl. 84 [Olympia].
Rutter 1995, 413-414.
Ouzo cups are attested at Gonia, Lefkandi, Olympia,
Orchomenos, Thorikos, and Tiryns: Rutter 1995, 336338, Tables S.41d - S.43d. Small tankards of both rimhandled and shoulder-handled varieties are known from
Berbati, Eutresis, Gonia, Kolonna, Korakou, Nemea,
Olympia, Orchomenos, and Tiryns: Rutter 1995, 272,
274 Tables S.1c, S.3d [rim-handled]; 283, 285, Tables
S.8d, S.9c [shoulder-handled]; 302 Table S.20d
[indeterminate type of tankard].
Two-handled cups of this kind appear to be a
predominantly later EH III vessel form at other sites in
the northeastern Peloponnese as well (Berbati, Gonia,
Kolonna, Nemea, and Tiryns), although they are
common in significantly earlier EH III contexts in the
far west at Olympia in Elis and at Pelikata on Ithaka,
and sporadically even at Lerna itself (Rutter 1995, 348354, Tables S.48d, S.51d, S.52c).

the ceremonial drinking behavior practised at
EH III Lerna was also at home in contemporary
sites throughout the northern Peloponnese and
on the island of Aegina. The absence of both
elaborately decorated jars and ouzo cups from
virtually all central Greek sites, however,
suggests that communal drinking north of the
Isthmus of Corinth, if it existed as a form of
social behavior, may have been quite differently
structured 23 .

23

No parallels for Lerna's gigantic, elaborately decorated
EH III tankards [figs. 5: 421, 6:20] or kantharos [fig
10: 1037] are known to me from EH III contexts in
central Greece (including Euboea). The employment of
plastic-and-impressed decoration in combination with
pattern-painted ornament [Syntax G: Rutter 1995, 491492, 636-638] is likewise extremely rare north of the
Isthmus of Corinth: I know of only one fragment from
Ayia Marina [Kunze 1934, 23, note 1, pl. V]. By
contrast, sherds from jars embellished with multiple
plastic-and-impressed bands that were probably also
decorated with pattern-painted ornament, like P518
(fig. 14) and P519 (fig. 3) from Lerna, are common at
sites in the northern Peloponnese [Rutter 1995, 413414 for Aetopetra, Asea, Berbati, Dendra, Kandia,
Kolonna, Mycenae, Olympia, Prosymna, and Tiryns].
A solidly painted and burnished, four-handled jar from
Orchomenos, remarkable for both its size and the
quality of its potting (Kunze 1934, 19-20, pl. I),
corresponds in terms of both shape and size to the
oversized jars of the earlier EH III phases at Lerna (fig.
1: 2b). Its incised shoulder decoration also echoes a
common painted motif in the EH III decorated pottery
from Lerna and other southern Greek sites (Rutter
1995, 518-523, Vertical Short Diagonal Bars [Pattern
IVB]). I am therefore inclined to date this piece to the
EH III rather than EH II period (to which it is usually
assigned) and to see in it a rare central Greek analogue
to the oversized and lavishly decorated narrow-necked
jars that are much more commonly attested in the
Peloponnese. As Kunze recognized long ago (1934,
20), features of this jar such as the sharply defined rib
at the base of the neck, the sets of four to five
plastically rendered knobs above each of the four
handles, and the taut profile of the body are clearly
derived from metalwork. The extensive evidence for
the vessel's repair, in the form of numerous small
mending holes all over its body, shows that it was
highly valued. Although its actual decoration is
sparing, the fact that the solidly painted surface of this
enormous vase was burnished to a high luster all over
is a further indication, along with the quality of the
potting and the jar's impressive size, of the vase's
importance. An imported dark-on-light patterned ouzo
cup has been found at Orchomenos [Kunze 1934, 56,
pl.XXX:5d; cf. fig. 12: 3 here for the shape], as have a
few entirely plain examples at Thorikos in eastern
Attica and Lefkandi in Euboea [Rutter 1995, 336 Table
S.41d], but the shape otherwise has a purely
Peloponnesian distribution.
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Three strands of evidence link this
distinctive southern Greek EH III drinking
paraphernalia with mainland material culture on
the eastern side of the Aegean. First, and
perhaps most important, all the small cups in
question are of types that are not indigenous to
the Greek Mainland but rather are to be derived
from EB 2 forebears in western Anatolia or on
the large islands of the north-eastern Aegean 24 .
Second, the early EH III habit of ornamenting
large containers with multiple, thin plastic
bands embellished by diagonal impressions
whose direction of slope alternates from band to
band (Figs. 3-5, 14), a novel yet standard mode
of decoration applied to giant jars and tankards
at Lerna and throughout the northern
Peloponnese, appears to be derived from
practices current in the 'Kastri Group' phase of
Early Cycladic culture 25 . This particular phase
of the Early Bronze Age in the central Aegean
islands is well-known for the number of
western Anatolian features that characterize its
material remains, above all its pottery 26 . And
finally, as recognized three decades ago by
Machteld Mellink when she published a large,
quadruple-spouted vessel found in EB II levels
at Karatas Semayük, there must be some
functional connection between this southwestern Anatolian vessel, now paralleled by a
second vase of much the same size and date
from Aphrodisias, and the triple-necked
"Hydra" from Lerna (Fig. 4) 27 . Using the
24
25
26

27

Rutter 1979; Manning 1995, 51-63, esp. 61; Rutter
1995, 277-279, 300-301, 339-341, 354.
Rutter 1995, 637-638.
Renfrew 1972, 533-534; Rutter 1979; Barber 1987, 2829, 249-250 footnotes 11-12; Davis 1987, 18-36, esp.
31-36; Davis 1992, 754; Manning 1995, 51-63;
Karantzali 1996, 8-10.
Mellink 1969. Note that the circumstances of discovery
of the "four-spouted krater from Karataş" were
remarkably similar to those of the giant Lernaean
vessels found in the D-shaped storage facility at Lerna:
"The base of the vessel was found in the Southeast
corner of a small rectangular structure built of timber
and pisé on a stone socle. This structure . . . ., too small
to be a house . . . . belonged to the last level of
habitation and was built over the burnt level, but
evidently still was part of the Early Bronze II period."
[ibid., 69]. "The small structure . . . . may have been a
storage place for the vessel and other objects to be
taken out on ceremonial occasions" [ibid., 75].
Warner's more recent assessment of this atypical
structure that she describes as a "Kiosk" concludes:
"The purpose of the enclosure is not known and no
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evidence of Early Dynastic sealings from
Mesopotamia and early second millennium
sealings from Kültepe, Mellink suggested that
the Karataş jar or krater served as a ceremonial
vessel from which several drinkers at a time
could sip beer through straws. Could the triplenecked jar from Lerna have been used in the
same way? What was the liquid contained in
the giant EH III vases from Lerna anyway?
Was this drink always the same, and how was it
consumed?
Until someone undertakes residue
analysis on sherds belonging to the bottoms of
some of these giant EH III vases, we are
unlikely to know whether they were used for
the consumption of just one liquid or of several
different ones. But the contextual data from
Lerna suggest that at least one such beverage
may have been stored in pithoi in a specialpurpose storage facility, the D-shaped structure
of Phase 2 briefly described earlier 28 . If such a

28

traces of ashes or burning were found within its walls.
The base of a four-spouted krater . . . , probably used as
a drinking vessel, was found in situ in the SE corner of
the structure . . . The area is so denuded that it is
impossible to determine if the enclosure and the large
building [to its south] are contemporary" [Warner
1994, 70-71]. The 'Kiosk' "was too small (2,10 by 1,50
m.) to have served any function as a gathering place or
dwelling and may have been used primarily for the
storage of the large unique communal drinking krater .
. . and other vessels, which may have been used in the
63 area [i.e. the vicinity of the large building] for
festive ceremonies" [Warner 1994, 181]. The redslipped, four-spouted jar from an EB II-III context in
Acropolis Trench III at Aphrodisias [Joukowsky 1986,
93, 596, figs. 79, 428.23], though having vertical rather
than horizontal handles and lacking a pedestal foot, is
nevertheless similar to the Karatas jar in its overall
appearance. I am very grateful to Machteld Mellink for
drawing my attention to it. From the same room as this
jar come four depa [Joukowsky 1986, 92-93, 596, figs.
323.3, 325.2-3, 426.9-10,13,16], two small rim-handled
cups [ibid., 93, 596, figs. 332, 426.3,8], and two jugs
and a juglet [ibid., 596, figs. 426.19,21, 430.13]. This
constellation of vases suggests an unusual emphasis on
drinking activities in this space, especially since this
context includes half of all the depa inventoried from
prehistoric levels at the site [ibid., 392]. The vertical
and horizontal fluting on two of these depa, like their
forms, would appear to be imitating metallic
prototypes.
There is no archaeobotanical evidence from this
context to indicate what the contents of these pithoi
may have been, but their close association with
quantities of pottery used for drinking rather than
cooking or a particular industry suggests that at least
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facility implies long-term rather than short-term
storage, then beer is less likely than something
that would keep better in an era before the
employment of hops and refrigeration 29 - wine,
for example, or possibly even some more
potent, distilled beverage derived from grapes
such as raki or brandy 30 . The beverage was
evidently drunk from small and usually rather
plain ceramic containers of several different
varieties [the shapes I have been referring to as
small tankards (Fig. 13: 1-2), kantharoi (Fig.
15: 1-2), and, somewhat ironically, ouzo cups
(Fig. 12: 1-3)] with capacities of approximately
half an American pint or a little more, 225 to
275 milliliters; there is no evidence for the use
of straws or drinking tubes, but these would
probably have been made of organic materials
like cane and so can hardly have been expected
to have survived 31 . Why were the drinking cups
so small? Is their size a clue as to what kind of
beverage was being consumed - very potent in
its alcoholic content, for example, hence small
cups - or does the small size rather reflect how
the liquid was to be obtained - by dipping the
cup into the liquid to be drunk, as we might do
today with a glass and a punchbowl? Or might
both of these considerations have been
operative? The small size of the cups, in
combination with the absence of any filtering
devices such as strainers, surely precludes beer
as a possible beverage 32 . The possible provision

29

30

31

32

some of them may have held large quantities of a
beverage.
For the short lifetime of beers before the initial use of
hops in the ninth century A.D., see Dietler 1990, 383384 and note 17.
The date at which distillation was first employed as a
method of increasing the alcoholic content of
fermented beverages is a subject of some debate, but
most authorities appear reluctant to place it before the
first millennium B.C. (Encyclopedia Britannica [15th
edition] (Chicago 1975) s.v. Distilled Liquor; Renfrew
1972, 283; Sherratt 1987, esp. 93-96).
One would expect straws to have been used to extract
the beverage from a large communal container (such as
the jars illustrated on Mesopotamian seals beginning as
early as ca. 3200 B.C.: see Mellink 1969; Sherratt
1987, 94), perhaps even from large drinking vessels
designed for individual use. But the regular use of
small drinking vessels, as in Lerna IV, seems
inconsistent with the use of straws.
So also Renfrew 1972, 283, in the course of a
discussion arguing for the "emergence of a new
beverage" at the beginning of the Aegean Early Bronze
Age that he considers likely to have been wine.
Renfrew also draws attention to the initial production

for heating some of the giant containers, but
evidently not all of them, is one of the
indications that different liquids may have been
consumed on different occasions 33 .
How many people participated in such
drinking ceremonies? The surprisingly small
number of cups relative to the number of giant
beverage dispensers indicates that the size of
the group drinking at any one time was
relatively small, possibly no more than four.
The EH III inhabitants of Lerna IV most
certainly did not mass-produce their drinking
cups in a fashion comparable to the Minoans'
manufacturing of handleless conical cups in the
hundreds and thousands, or the Mycenaeans'
almost equally profligate production of the
stemmed one- and two-handled cups we call
kylikes 34 . Most EH III cups are casually
decorated - the ouzo cup ordinarily bears only a
couple of simple bands, for example, and most
kantharoi are either plain or solidly coated with
a dark slip, even if they are carefully burnished.
But some of these tiny EH III drinking vessels,
especially the tankards, may be quite lavishly
ornamented. One is reminded of the cups used
to drink tea or saki that may be decorated in a
wide variety of different ways depending upon
the tastes or means of their owners. Yet there is
no evidence whatsoever for the EH III
production of drinking sets in which the
decoration of one or more cups is coordinated
in some fashion with the ornament applied to a
giant container 35 . The evidence for a relatively
small number of drinkers may make sense of
another feature of the EH III contexts at Lerna

33

34

35

of drinking vessels in precious metals in the EB 2
period and suggests that there is a connection between
high-status drinking vessels and the status conferred by
either the beverage being drunk from them or the social
rituals at which this beverage was consumed. These
issues have been further explored by Sherratt [see
footnote 39 below], who likewise considers wine to be
the prime candidate for the new beverage being
introduced at this time.
That some of the giant jars were heated is unlikely to
indicate that alcoholic beverages were being distilled at
this very early date, in the absence of other equipment
that can be credibly associated with a distilling process.
For conical cups, see Wiener 1984; Gillis 1990; for
unpainted kylikes, see Blegen and Rawson 1966, 121128 [Rooms 18-20 of the palace at Pylos].
For the creation of decoratively matched drinking
services in later periods of Aegean prehistory, see
Wright 1996, 300 and note 11.
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containing this drinking paraphernalia - the
extensive "twinning" of vessel forms in such
deposits. Could it be that the number of
drinkers was in fact just two - say, host and
guest - and that each participant in the
ceremony was provided with an optional but
sometimes substantial number of other vessel
types in the celebration of whatever social ritual
was involved? 36
A variety of other interesting questions
about EH III drinking customs that
unfortunately cannot be answered with the data
presently available, but that we may be
successful in addressing through future
fieldwork, laboratory analyses, and comparative
ethnography, can easily be generated. For
example, why is the decoration of the giant
containers so often modelled after that of
basketry in its penchant for multiple plasticand-impressed bands? And what might be the
significance of the miniature painted version
from Lerna (Fig.7: 390) of the triple-necked
"Hydra" (Fig. 4: 520) or the connection
between this miniature and similar vessels of
comparable size in marble from the Cyclades? 37
What is the significance of an oversized storage
vessel - a jar - as opposed to a monumental
drinking vessel, whether tankard or kantharos,
and why do several of the contexts from Lerna
IV in which these are found include examples
of both functional categories? 38 And if it is

36

37

38

For similar pairing of identical vessel forms in other
Greek prehistoric contexts, see Nordquist 1987, 53
[MH Asine]; Rutter 1989 [LH I Tsoungiza]; and
Mylonas 1975, II, 102-106, 146-148, pls. 143b, 157
[late MH and LH I Eleusis, Tombs Iota-pi-1, and
Lambda-pi-5]. The twinning of vases is most common
among vessels associated functionally with drinking,
for which see Wright 1996; I thank G. Nordquist for
the references to the Asine and Eleusis examples of this
practice.
Mellink 1969, 75, pl. III:1 = Getz-Gentle 1996, 297
[N3], fig. 97a [from Spedos Tomb 10 on Naxos]; GetzGentle 1996, 297 [N4], fig. 98b, pl. 102d [provenience
unknown]. Both Cycladic marble vessels are
considered by Getz-Gentle [ibid., 168-172] to be "lamp
models".
The production of large-scale examples of standard
drinking shapes to serve as communal vessel forms is
characteristic of Mycenaean culture in later times (e.g.
kraters as oversized goblets and deep bowls) and also
occurs earlier in the Baden culture of east-central
Europe (e.g. Sherratt 1987, fig. 9a). By contrast, the
communal vessel forms of Anatolia and Mesopotamia

469

really the case that pouring vessels, whether
closed ones like jugs or open ones like ladles,
are not part of this EH III drinking assemblage,
what are the implications of this fact insofar as
comparisons with later Mycenaean or Archaic
to Classical Greek drinking behavior may be
concerned?
Over a decade ago, Andrew Sherratt
began to draw attention to the dramatic changes
in drinking behavior that occur throughout
Europe and Anatolia during the third and early
second millennia BC. 39 This is clearly the
context in which the changes at Lerna that I
have commented on today ought to be situated.
But just as obviously, the novel ceramic forms
and decoration indicative of EH III ceremonial
drinking behavior are much later in date than
the introduction to the Aegean world of such
features as the jug and the one-handled cup that
appear in EB 1, or the initial production of
vessels in precious metals that dates from EB 2.
I would suggest that what we are seeing at
Lerna IV and elsewhere in the EH III northern
Peloponnese is the regional adaptation of a
ceremonial drinking kit most recently derived
from the Cyclades, but originally coming from
Western Anatolia. In Anatolia, the smaller

39

in the third millennium B.C. appear to have been jars
(Mellink 1969).
Sherratt 1986, 441-442; 1987; 1991; 1995; Sherratt &
Taylor 1989. Three of these papers (Sherratt 1987;
1991; Sherratt & Taylor 1989) are conveniently
combined in Sherratt 1997, 376-456. Note especially
Sherratt 1987, 89-90: "To summarize: the spread of the
drinking complex - a common emphasis on sets of
vessels, often combined in graves, which in several
cases are so distinctive stylistically as to have given
their name to whole cultures - took place during a
period of unusually rapid social, culture and economic
change. During this time, Europe was opened up - both
literally, in terms of the further deforestation of its
landscapes, and metaphorically, in terms of its new
contacts and social opportunities. Fundamental to this
process was the increasing importance of livestock, and
the emergence of male warrior elites whose sub-culture
was portrayed in the characteristic combination of
weaponry and drinking vessels in their graves. Their
distinctiveness was enhanced by their possession of
horses, and probably of woolen clothing. The progress
of metallurgy, keeping pace with the need for metal
equipment for fighting and display, was shortly to cross
the technological threshold which allows us to speak of
the Bronze Age." The number of correspondences here
between the defining characteristics of an emerging
male-warrior elite and those features that distinguish
EH III from the preceding EH II culture is striking.
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forms of this kit - that is, the cups - were
sometimes produced in metal, usually silver or
gold, as emblems of status. In the Cyclades,
marble appears to have been substituted for
metal, and these central Aegean islands were
presumably the source of the so-called
"Chieftain's Cup" (Figs. 16-17), almost
certainly an heirloom in its context of discovery
at Lerna. By the time the kit was adopted on the
southern Greek Mainland, there is no longer
any evidence that its forms were produced in
the valuable materials accessible only to an
elite. Instead of the material of the cup serving

as an indicator of status, at EH III Lerna it
appears to have been the degree of decorative
elaboration of the communal container, the
giant jar, tankard, or kantharos, that conferred
social standing.

JEREMY B. RUTTER
Department of Classics
Dartmouth College
Hanover, New Hampshire 03755
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